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First Fire 


Forget the snake. Forget 

the apple. Prehend instead a ridge-top 

snag, lightning-struck 

alone and fire-pillared. Amid the duff 

an incandescent brand, crimson-eyed, lidless 
awaits a hand with thumb opposed 


to grasp. 


Hair vaporizes with a hiss. Melting dermis 
slumps toward calcined bone. The news 
speeds centrally along doomed axons — 

no species memory for this — beam of pain 
projected...where? In time 

the eschar yields, replaced 

by pink keloidal slag, the mark of Cain. 


So each newcomer, peony-skinned, slipped lately 
through membranes salamander-smooth 
invariably seeks 

the flame, the scald, the kiss 

of the unattended iron. Cries 

echo down generations. The mark 


remains. Before the garden, arm upraised, 
the angel. The flaming sword. 
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In the Garden at the Children's Hospital 


You can feel it, done right. 

Butterfly needle pausing slightly, then 
penetrating skin, then thin wall 

of vein. You're in — quick 

before the flailing starts, prepare 

a cloche — protect that precious 
green-winged shaft with plastic 
medication-cup, transected. 


Satisfied, the pager stilled, now 

slouch outside to join the fog-rubbed day. 
Perennials burst forth from bark chips. 
Arteriolar reds, cyan blues, 

jaune daffodils. Spent blooms 

removed at night 


replaced. 


Remember the midnight scrape of 


drapes hastily drawn along overhead bars? The cries? 


And in the morning that white, flat, immaculate 


bed, drapes pulled back? Empty. 
Ready. 
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Learning Curve 


Moments after birth 

the infant grips offered fingers 
by reflex 

and can then be lifted bodily 


into the air. 


More slowly come the saltatory skills 
of age. 
Decades and pain perfect the art 


of letting go. 
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Refusing Amniocentesis 


Prepared to embrace a life of sacrifice 
you throw yourself in front of a semi 
loaded with other people's expectations 
and wait 


remembering the house percentage. 


Swimming, stroking upward toward the light 
something small, coelacanthous 

spins off polar bodies with a roll of dice. 
Matching three chromosomes wins misery 
of varying duration. 


Seven months of uncertainty later 

the wheel clicks down to stop and blue 
and slippery as a fish your child twists 
into sight. They dry her, wrap 

and show her to you. 


You notice the eyes first. 
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January 12 


I failed to divide the irises 
last fall. Regardless, 
crowded tubers sprout 
green wings tonight 
in fog. 


Just before midnight J.G. begins 
to lose his breath. His parents 
carry him; they leave the wheelchair 
home. “Code Blue” consumes 
the E.R. waiting room. 


The team works smoothly, they do 
their jobs. J.G. comes back, but 
fails to breathe, his heart a white balloon 
on X-ray. The specialist who knows him well 


comes in. 


How can his parents not agree 
to place him on the ventilator? 
Later in intensive care he chews 
a plastic breathing tube, a grown-up 


poster child. 


On our back porch a poinsettia 
past its time drops crimson tears. 
My wife waters it 
because she cannot bear 
to see it die. 
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Last Days 


“Not many more days you can stt in the sun 
in your shirtsleeves” 
-- Bertolt Brecht 


These last days 

summer holds its breath. 

Three mornings straight I drive out 
when they call, 

down the gravel road to the bungalow 
beyond the greenhouses. 


Terry slumps, red hair against blue skin, 
over the backyard table, squat green 
cylinder hissing life up his nostrils 
through a tube. 

I can't sleep, he says, at night. 

Whar I really want 

is a good night's 

sleep. I want 

more oxygen 

at night. 

You know...1 say. I know...he says. 
I've said my goodbyes. 

O.K. I say, see you tomorrow, Terry. 


Next morning they call. In his bed 

he looks much the same. Except no straining now 
of ribs or diaphragm. And at last 

a smile that illuminates the room. 


Postcard 


I had forgotten he had liver cancer 
until the postcard arrived. Sentences 
short and declarative 

from the surviving daughter. 


Looking up from the mail, 

the boys riding by on bicycles 

the woman sweeping the walk, a cat 
pacing along the wall, all 

suddenly irreplaceable. 


Clouds tumble on 
against a blue, blue sky. 
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Colorado River, Day 14 


Nothing new, here. 

New words fail, here. 

Required here are old words, 

words Druidic, pre-Rosetta Stone 

that penetrate through pores like incense, 
murmur insistently all night, 

unearth in convolutions long ignored 

the small gray-matter granaries 

of tribal Jore. 
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The Approach 


Nothing below but cloud. 
Nothing above but cloud. 


Stones stacked in threes condense, 

mark the path, disappear. 

Firs loom, evergreen icebergs passing silently. 
Underfoot the clanking talus, rolling 

scree observe respective angles of repose. 

I feel the air move vertically up couloirs 


barely seen. 


Above me wait crisp granite shoulders, cirques, 
moraines. Water trickles secretly beneath the snow. 
Below are hemlock, lupine, heather 

aster, alpine fir, rank scent of beargrass, 


streams requiring fallen logs to cross. 


Now, upward into cloud! Wet emeralds 
glistening green surround bleached rock. 
One breath 

to three steps 


on the approach. 
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Sweet Peas 


“Bees...neither seck, nor need, deeper meanings” 
The Queen Must Die 
William Longood, 1985 


On the south slope, a magenta cloud 

floats above a tangled net of vines. 

Bees hum between the clusters, bumbling 
through soft mounds of pink-veined petals, legs 
prying, probing for a sole drop 

of sweetness. The weight of one bee suffices 

to release the yellow-dusted filaments 

from their hidden sheath. Nearby, spent blooms 
sprout blue-green scimitars, already 

forming seeds. Below, the vines coil 

durable, stiff as wire rope, 

green steel tendrils holding tight. 

The bees, drunk on this sweetness; 


the vines, rampant on their knoll. 
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Darlingtonia Wayside 


“Darlingtonia’: 


A genus of the pitcher-plant family 


Before I know it they are all around, 

crowding up to the gray-planked trestle, 

cobra-hooded throats speckled magenta, 

fleshy stems a poisonous green. 

No stirring, no salt breeze, no 

sound except a faint humming, the first 

adventurous insects of the morning 

already deep in sticky recesses, urged down 

toward darkpooled juices by fine hairs. 

Nothing but the boggy odor of skunk-cabbage, warm peat 


and humming, louder now.... 


I retreat along the slick planks, car 

visible, undisturbed within the light beyond 

the last few trees. I don’t look back. 

Beside the empty highway waits the wayside marker, still 
small, green, and unadorned. The trees 

seem different, somehow more attentive, 

trunks twisting, limbs stretching, 

toothed leaves devouring light coming down 


from a slightly altered angle. 


South Beach 


Growling in the dark six hours ago 

a spring tide pounded high among these marred 

and stranded logs, wave-tumbled rows 

of frayed fir and polished spruce. Not far 

away the wavelets gnash and hiss 

along a stretch of sand where romped 

a dog and child, their tracks now missing, 

now rounding back as at a whistled prompt. 

An hour yet until the tide will turn 

asserts the table. Standing on the verge, I shout 

a greeting. In response a distant comber curls and 
breaks, high and alone. The rogue wave they talk about? 
The sun is cold; my watch approaches noon. 

The flood’s restrained by numbers, and a vanished moon. 
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The Sky Remembers 


Six indigo arrows 

devour the distance in seconds, contrails 
parabolic above the south ridge, thunder of turbines 
not yet arrived. 

This urban blue-skyed holiday 

the crowd looks up, eyes reflected 

in the metal undersurface of the wings. Above, 
as one the young men thumb their triggers. 
Perfect streams of colored smoke 

today, and dopplered juddering noise, 

the pure squeeze of wingtip-close formation 
below the treetops. Arcing terribly away 

the metal is indifferent, no memory of villages, 
of jellied gasoline. Only wheeling upward now 
a joyful noise of power. Blue Seraphim. 


Corporal Works 


He stands bareheaded, sweating 

under supermarket signlight, 

clasps in one red claw an amber bottle, 
forty ounces of Atomic Malt. 


Wristflesh swollen tight protrudes 
from soaked sleeves of torn overcoat, 
displays dark decubiti 


of freeze-thaw, freeze-thaw. 


‘Trembling fingers proffer rumpled bills, 
then sign a slip 

to satisfy the manager 

he's (relatively) sober. 


| move into that queue of one, 
penetrate his four-foot pellicle, 
barnyard sour, musty straw 


wet wool — and wait. 


And as he shambles out the automatic doors 
1 wonder how to help. 
| watch him disappear 
into his windy plastic cave below the viaduct. 


Resolved, I stop next morning on my way co work, 
hazard lights flashing, head bare 

to bestow my gift of gloves, 

Behold, He is not there, 


Friends 


Some are matches, flaring, 
quickly out, others 


serviceable hardwood, 


burn all day to embers. 
Yet others anthracite, elusive 
diamond-stuff, 


coaxed to combustion, 
steady to white heat 
straight on ‘til morning. 
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Doldrums 


There were warnings, I suppose, coded flags 


hung from distant spars. Rounding the headland 


in light air you disappeared within a grey glove 
of fog. Anchored there, becalmed, loath 

to go ashore or chart a course beyond 

that bay you wait, watch kelp Sargasso-bound 
drift tangled underneath the surface sheen. 
Fathomless white air, muffled birdsounds, 


dull clank of halyard against an idled mast. 


Fogbound, square-rigged clippers waited safely 
for the trades. Today, who guarantees that black 
cliff-sided freighter, dead-reckoning, slicing 
silent in the mist, knows where you are? 
Triangulated, you rely on silver satellites 


pasted like tiny pills against the freezing dark. 
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Three Years 


I swing in short arcs head down 

blood rushing under the tent of sky. 

You leap arms extended smiling 

til we lock together flying — 

then flip and crowd-gasp and you're gone 

to meet the other sequined catcher, temporary, 
then light with grace and flourish 

atop the high platform's aerie. 

I swing contained, await the drumroll, 

the time for holding fast, for letting go. 

The lights are hot, the music loud, we sweat. 
The crowd applauds our willingness to fly 


without a net. 
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Blackberries 


My neighbor pissed me off. She first complained 
about my hedge encroaching on her walk. 

I trimmed it — never heard a thanks or saw 

a nod. Next it was my sprinkler on too long, 
wasting precious water on the pavement. 

Hardly grounds for actual dislike — 

but when I saw her stride by the vacant lot 
across the street (headed for the bus — 

she disdains a car) I thought, there goes 

that bitch. She froze that instant, as if hypnotized 
then slowly crouched down beside the vines, 
searched beneath the leaves (remembering) 
berry-shapes, dark and sweet, popped them 

one at a time, one at a time into her mouth. 


She missed her bus. I forgave her everything. 
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Grapefruit 


My grandfather got up early to section grapefruit. 
I know because I got up quietly to watch. 

He was tall. His hairless shins stuck out 

below his bathrobe, down to leather slippers. 

The house was quiet, sun just up, ticking of 

the grandfather clock tall in the corner. 


The grapefruit were always sectioned just so, 
nestled in clear nubbled bowls used 

for nothing else, with half a maraschino 
centered bleeding slowly into 

soft pale triangles of fruit. 

It was special grapefruit, Indian River, 


not to be had back home. 


Doves cooed outside and the last night-breeze 
rustled the palms against the eaves. 

He turned to see me, pale light flashing 

off his glasses 


and smiled. 


I remember as | work my knife along the 
membrane separating sections. 

I's dawn. The doves and palms are far away. 
I don’t use cherries anymore. 

The clock is digital 


and no one is watching. 
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